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MOTIVATION – WHY I’M HERE 
• TO SHARE MY EXPERIENCES WORKING AS A LEARNING ADVISOR (LA) ON TWO DIFFERENT 
MASTER’S LEVEL PROGRAMS. 
•  TO SHINE THE SPOTLIGHT ON THE POSTGRADUATE DILEMMA. 
• TO INVITE DISCUSSION ON HOW TO ADDRESS COMMON PROBLEMS. 
The Postgraduate Experience 
 
BACKGROUND: THE EMERGENT POSTGRADUATE 
PHENOMENON 
 
• MANY POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS ENROLLED IN AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES FACE SIMILAR 
ISSUES TO UNDERGRADUATES WHO ARE JUST BEGINNING THEIR UNIVERSITY JOURNEYS. 
• THE EXPANSION OF INTERNATIONAL MARKETS AND NON-STANDARD ENTRY PATHWAYS INTO 
POSTGRADUATE COURSES HAS RESULTED IN A MUCH GREATER DIVERSITY OF STUDENTS WITH 
DIFFERENT CULTURAL AND LINGUISTIC BACKGROUNDS, EXPERIENCE, KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS. 
• AS A RESULT, TRADITIONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT THE PRIOR KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS OF 
MASTER’S LEVEL STUDENTS ARE NO LONGER RELEVANT.  
 
Student Diversity 
TRANSITION TO POSTGRADUATE STUDIES 
 
• MASTER’S COURSEWORK DEGREES HAVE MUSHROOMED IN RECENT DECADES AND HAVE BECOME IN SOME 
CASES THE PROVERBIAL POT OF GOLD. 
• IN CERTAIN DISCIPLINES, STUDENTS ARE GRANTED ENTRY ON THE BASIS OF THEIR PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 
IN THE ABSENCE OF ANY UNDERGRADUATE STUDY. 
• THIS MEANS THEY HAVE NO PREVIOUS EXPOSURE TO THE ACADEMIC SKILLS REQUIRED IN THE DISCIPLINE. 
• MASTER’S COURSEWORK DEGREES ARE OFTEN ACCELERATED, TAUGHT EXCLUSIVELY ONLINE OR IN BLOCKS TO 
ACCOMMODATE STUDENTS WHO WORK. 
• REDUCED TEACHING TIME MAKES IT DIFFICULT TO FIND THE TIME REQUIRED TO INCORPORATE ACADEMIC SKILLS 
INTO COURSE CONTENT.  
Professional Accounting 
Case Study 1 
CASE 1: MASTER OF PROFESSIONAL ACCOUNTING  
2010 - 2012 
• THE MASTER OF PROFESSIONAL ACCOUNTING (MPA)  IS A POSTGRADUATE COURSEWORK DEGREE 
ACCREDITED BY THE NATIONAL ACCOUNTING BODIES IN AUSTRALIA.  
• IT IS A TECHNICAL COURSE COMPRISING 12 MANDATORY UNITS COMPLETED OVER 2 YEARS FULL-
TIME, 4 YEARS PART-TIME. 
• IN RECENT YEARS, FAVOURABLE VISA REGULATIONS HAVE MADE IT POSSIBLE FOR INTERNATIONAL 
STUDENTS TO USE THE MPA AS A CONDUIT TO PERMANENT RESIDENCY.  
• THIS HAS BOOSTED ENROLMENTS OF INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS SIGNIFICANTLY; HOWEVER, MANY 
ARE UNABLE TO SECURE PROFESSIONAL EMPLOYMENT AFTER GRADUATING (BIRRELL, 2006; 
HANCOCK ET AL., 2009).  
FIRST STEPS 
• THE FORMER HEAD OF THE SCHOOL OF ACCOUNTING AT ECU COMMISSIONED A PROJECT TO 
ADDRESS CONCERNS ABOUT MPA GRADUATE OUTCOMES IN SEMESTER 1, 2010.  
• THE LA, WORKING WITH ANOTHER ACADEMIC, CONDUCTED A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE TO 
IDENTIFY EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS WHICH WERE CRITICAL FOR A SUCCESSFUL CAREER IN 
ACCOUNTING.  
• THE KEY EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS IDENTIFIED INCLUDED:  
i. ORAL COMMUNICATION  
ii. WRITTEN COMMUNICATION  
iii. CRITICAL APPRAISAL AND PROBLEM SOLVING SKILLS AND  
iv. TEAMWORK SKILLS  
EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS FRAMEWORK (ESF) 
• THE NEXT STEP WAS THE DEVELOPMENT OF AN EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS FRAMEWORK (ESF) FOR THE PURPOSE 
OF EMBEDDING THESE EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS IN THE MPA (BUNNEY & THERRY, 2013).  
• THE FOUR KEY SKILLS WERE MAPPED TO SPECIFIC UNITS ACROSS THE PROGRAM IN A MANNER WHICH 
ALLOWED FOR THE SCAFFOLDING OF LEARNING EXPERIENCES THROUGHOUT THE PROGRAM.  
• ALL 12 UNITS IN THE MPA WERE REQUIRED TO ADDRESS TWO OR MORE EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS WITH 
CAPSTONE UNITS INCORPORATING ALL FOUR SKILLS. 
• A FULLY INTEGRATED AND CONTEXTUALISED MODEL FOR TEACHING SKILLS WAS ADOPTED IN THE ESF, BASED 
ON EVIDENCE THAT GENERIC SKILLS SHOULD BE INTEGRATED INTO COURSE CONTENT RATHER THAN TAUGHT 
INDEPENDENTLY IN SEPARATE SKILLS-BASED UNITS (HARRIS & ASHTON, 2010).  
EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS FRAMEWORK 






Semester 1 Business Foundations       
  Business Communications       
  Accounting 1       
Semester 2 Accounting 2       
  Economics       
  Corporate Law       
Semester 3 Accounting 3     
  Accounting 4     
  Taxation       
Semester 4 Accounting 5     
  Finance       
  Quantitative Studies     
IMPLEMENTATION 
• THE ESF WAS IMPLEMENTED PROGRESSIVELY OVER FOUR SEMESTERS FROM JULY 2010 TO JUNE 
2012.  
• THE LA WORKED WITH UNIT COORDINATORS TO:  
• REVIEW UNIT LEARNING OUTCOMES TO INCORPORATE THE DESIGNATED EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS  
• DEVISE APPROPRIATE TEACHING AND LEARNING STRATEGIES  
• MODIFY ASSESSMENTS AND  
• DEVELOP FEEDBACK AND SUPPORT MECHANISMS TO FACILITATE THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE NOMINATED 
SKILLS.  
• THE LA ALSO DEVELOPED TEACHING MATERIALS AND FACILITATED WORKSHOPS/TUTORIALS IN 
EACH UNIT TARGETING THE RELEVANT EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS AND THE ASSESSMENTS FOR THE UNIT.  
EVALUATION 
• THE IMPACT OF THE ESF WAS EVALUATED AT THE END OF THE TWO YEAR IMPLEMENTATION PHASE IN A THREE PART 
QUALITATIVE STUDY.  
i. STUDENTS COMPLETED A QUESTIONNAIRE ABOUT THEIR LEARNING EXPERIENCES AND PERSPECTIVES ON THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF THE KEY EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS TARGETED IN THE ESF.  
ii. ACADEMICS ATTENDED A FOCUS GROUP MEETING TO SHARE THEIR OBSERVATIONS ABOUT THEIR TEACHING 
EXPERIENCES AND PERSPECTIVES ON THE  IMPACT OF THE ESF ON STUDENTS SKILLS.  
iii. RESEARCHERS EXAMINED DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE IN THE FORM OF UNIT PLANS, ASSESSMENTS AND MARKING 
RUBRICS TO EVALUATE THE EXTENT TO WHICH THE ESF HAD BEEN INTEGRATED IN COURSE MATERIALS. 
• OVERALL, THE FINDINGS INDICATED THAT: 
i. BOTH STUDENTS AND ACADEMICS VIEWED THE ESF AS SUCCESSFUL IN IMPROVING THE FOUR KEY EMPLOYABILITY 
SKILLS (BUNNEY & THERRY,  2015).  
ii. THE USE OF A HOLISTIC, CONTEXTUALISED APPROACH TO TEACHING GENERIC SKILLS IS MORE  EFFECTIVE (BUNNEY 
& THERRY, 2015). 
 
Public Health  
Case study 2  
CASE 2: MASTER OF PUBLIC HEALTH 
2014 - 2015 
 
• THE MASTER OF PUBLIC HEALTH (MPH) IS A POSTGRADUATE COURSEWORK DEGREE 
FOCUSING ON THE DEVELOPMENT AND MANAGEMENT OF PUBLIC HEALTH POLICY AND 
PROGRAMS IN AN INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT.  
• IT IS WIDELY PROMOTED TO OVERSEAS STUDENTS, MANY OF WHOM ENROL IN AN MPH WITH 
A VIEW TO SEEKING A BETTER LIFE IN AUSTRALIA. 
• IT INCLUDES NINE CORE UNITS AND THREE ELECTIVE UNITS STUDIED OVER 2 YEARS FULL-TIME, 
4 YEARS PART-TIME  
FIRST STEPS 
• THE LA WAS APPROACHED BY THE  NEW MPH COURSE COORDINATOR CONCERNED ABOUT POOR 
ACADEMIC SKILLS, COURSE PROGRESSION RATES AND EMPLOYMENT PROSPECTS FOR MPH 
GRADUATES.  
• MEETINGS WITH ACADEMICS TEACHING ON THE PROGRAM AND AN INFORMAL ASSESSMENT OF 
STUDENT WORK REVEALED AN URGENT NEED FOR ASSISTANCE WITH ACADEMIC SKILLS. 
• HOWEVER, THE OPTION OF A FULLY INTEGRATED MODEL FOR ACADEMIC SKILLS DEVELOPMENT 
ACROSS THE WHOLE PROGRAM WAS NOT AVAILABLE. 
• ALL ACADEMIC SKILLS WORKSHOPS/SEMINARS ETC. WERE ADDITIONAL TO SCHEDULED CLASS 
TIME. 
LEARNING ADVISOR INVOLVEMENT 
LA INITIATIVES INCLUDED: 
• A SERIES OF 90 MINUTE UNIVERSITY ORIENTATION SEMINARS OPEN TO ALL MPH STUDENTS. 
• UNIT SPECIFIC WORKSHOPS ‘UNPACKING ASSESSMENTS’ AND TARGETING ACADEMIC SKILLS RUN 
AS OPTIONAL COURSE ADD-ONS. 
• WEEKLY 90 MINUTE DROP-IN SUPPORT SESSIONS WHERE STUDENTS COULD COME FOR 
ADDITIONAL ASSISTANCE. 
• INDIVIDUAL CONSULTATIONS ON REQUEST (LIMITED NUMBER). 
• ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY SUPPORT VIA GRAMMAR WORKSHOPS, DROP-IN SUPPORT 
SESSIONS AND INDIVIDUAL CONSULTATIONS. 
 
COURSE STRUCTURE 
MANDATORY UNITS (9) ELECTIVE UNITS (CHOICE OF 3) 
Leadership and Health Advocacy Skills Public Health Strategies 
Public Health: Philosophy, Principles and Practice Public Health Evaluation 
Epidemiology Communicable Disease 
Diversity, Culture and Health Law and Ethical Issues 
Strategic Decision Making and Program Planning Maternal, Child and Youth Health 
Biostatistics Principles of Environmental Health 
Research Preparation: Principles and Approaches Workplace Hazards 
Health Science Research Project 1 Emergency & Crisis Management 




• NO FORMAL EVALUATION UNDERTAKEN.  
• ATTENDANCE WAS MONITORED AND STUDENT GRADES BETWEEN SEMESTERS WERE INFORMALLY COMPARED BUT NO 
STATISTICAL EVALUATION WAS CONDUCTED.  
• VERBAL FEEDBACK FROM STUDENTS WHO ATTENDED VOLUNTARY SKILLS WORKSHOPS AND DROP-IN LABS WAS 
POSITIVE. 
• ACADEMICS WERE POSITIVE ABOUT LA ASSISTANCE BUT ACKNOWLEDGED THE NEED FOR MORE ONGOING SUPPORT.  
• IN SHORT, THE PROBLEM OF LACK OF PREPARATION FOR UNIVERSITY STUDIES AND LOW ACADEMIC SKILLS PERSISTS IN 
THIS COHORT. 
• REGULAR ACADEMIC STAFF TURNOVER IN THE PROGRAM IS INDICATIVE OF THE STRESS THIS PLACES ON TEACHING STAFF.  
• THIS DISTRESS IS ALSO APPARENT IN THOSE STUDENTS WHO SEEK INDIVIDUAL HELP FROM THE LA. 
MPA & MPH: SAME SAME BUT DIFFERENT 
• THE TWO COHORTS OF STUDENTS ARE DIFFERENT IN MANY RESPECTS BUT THEY SHARE THE SAME NEEDS FOR 
ACADEMIC SUPPORT.  
• HOWEVER, THERE IS A KEY DISTINCTION IN THE APPROACH ADOPTED TO STUDENT SUPPORT WHICH STEMS FROM THE 
INITIAL MOTIVATION.  
• THE DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION OF THE ESF WAS DRIVEN BY EXTERNAL MARKET FORCES, AMIDST 
WIDESPREAD RESERVATIONS ABOUT THE EMPLOYMENT PROSPECTS OF GRADUATES. 
 EXTERNAL IMPETUS = OVERALL PROGRAM FULLY EMBEDDED AND CONTEXTUALISED APPROACH  
 FOCUS ON ACHIEVING APPROPRIATE EXIT LEVEL SKILLS AND IMPROVING EMPLOYMENT PROSPECTS  
• THE REQUEST FOR ACADEMIC SUPPORT FOR MPH STUDENTS WAS INTERNALLY DRIVEN BY ACADEMICS’ CONCERN 
ABOUT THE LACK OF PREPAREDNESS AND INADEQUATE ACADEMIC SKILLS OF STUDENTS IN THE COURSE. 
 INTERNAL IMPETUS = MORE PIECEMEAL, AD HOC APPROACH USING ADD-ON WORKSHOPS RATHER THAN EMBEDDED SKILLS 
DEVELOPMENT 
 FOCUS ON POOR, ENTRY LEVEL ACADEMIC SKILLS RATHER THAN EXIT LEVEL SKILLS 
REFLECTIONS FROM THE MPA/MPH 
i. EMBEDDING GENERIC SKILLS WITHIN THE COURSE CONTENT RATHER THAN TEACHING THEM IN A 
DISCRETE, SKILLS-BASED UNIT IS CRUCIAL AS IT IS THIS CONTEXTUALISATION WHICH ENABLES 
STUDENTS TO ACQUIRE THOSE SKILLS AND APPLY THEM IN THE WORKPLACE (HARRIS & ASHTON, 
2010).  
ii. A COLLABORATIVE, PROGRAM-WIDE APPROACH IS NEEDED IN ORDER TO INTEGRATE GENERIC 
SKILLS IN A STRUCTURED MANNER WHICH ALLOWS FOR THE SCAFFOLDING OF LEARNING 
EXPERIENCES THROUGHOUT THE PROGRAM (WILLCOXSON, WYNDER & LAING, 2010). 
iii. INNOVATIVE AND NON-TRADITIONAL TEACHING STRATEGIES INCLUDING SMALL GROUP 
LEARNING, COOPERATIVE LEARNING AND PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING SHOULD BE ADOPTED AS 
THEY ARE MORE EFFECTIVE FOR TEACHING GENERIC SKILLS (BUNNEY, SHARPLIN & HOWITT, 
2013). 
Lessons from the First Year 
Experience 
DIVERSITY AND NON-STANDARD ENTRY 
• THE INCREASING DIVERSITY OF COMMENCING UNIVERSITY STUDENTS IS A FEATURE OF 
CONTEMPORARY AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES (NELSON, KIFT, HUMPHREYS AND HARPER, 2006).  
• FIRST IN FAMILY, MATURE AGE ENTRY, REGIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS MAY NOT 
HAVE ACCESS TO ACCURATE INFORMATION ABOUT THE ACADEMIC REQUIREMENTS OF 
UNIVERSITY STUDY (NELSON ET AL., 2006).  
• THIS MAY HAVE A SIGNIFICANT IMPACT ON THEIR ABILITY TO MAKE A SUCCESSFUL 
TRANSITION TO UNIVERSITY STUDIES WHEN COMBINED WITH THE MYRIAD OF OTHER 
ADJUSTMENTS REQUIRED AT THAT TIME (NELSON ET AL., 2006). 
FIRST YEAR TRANSITION PEDAGOGY 
• KIFT (2009) PROPOSED A FIRST YEAR TRANSITION PEDAGOGY DESIGNED TO 
ENHANCE THE FIRST YEAR LEARNING EXPERIENCE IN AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES. 
• THIS TRANSITION PEDAGOGY IS FOUNDED ON SIX GUIDING PRINCIPLES :  
o TRANSITION,  
o DIVERSITY,  
o DESIGN,  
o ENGAGEMENT,  
o ASSESSMENT,  
o EVALUATION AND  
o MONITORING. 
POSTGRADUATE TRANSITION PEDAGOGY 
TRANSLATING THESE PRINCIPLES INTO CURRICULUM DESIGN REVEALS STRATEGIES WHICH 
COULD BE EFFECTIVE AT POSTGRADUATE LEVEL: 
1. MAKING THE TRANSITION PROCESS EXPLICIT BY INFORMING STUDENTS ABOUT THE NATURE 
AND STANDARD OF ACADEMIC SKILLS REQUIRED AND INCLUDING SELF-EVALUATION TOOLS. 
2. RECOGNISING THE DIVERSITY OF STUDENTS AND INCORPORATING A VARIETY OF 
LEARNING, TEACHING AND ASSESSMENT APPROACHES. 
3. DESIGNING CURRICULUM TO INCORPORATE ACADEMIC SKILLS DEVELOPMENT IN STANDARD 
COURSE MATERIALS AND SCAFFOLD THE LEARNING PROCESS. 
 
POSTGRADUATE TRANSITION PEDAGOGY 
4. ENSURING THAT NEW STUDENTS ARE SOCIALLY CONNECTED AND ENGAGED THROUGH 
ACTIVE, COLLABORATIVE LEARNING AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF LEARNING COMMUNITIES. 
5. CONDUCTING EARLY FORMATIVE ASSESSMENTS AND PROVIDING REGULAR FEEDBACK ON 
STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT AND PROGRESS.  
6. MONITORING AND EVALUATING STUDENTS TO ASSESS LEVELS OF ENGAGEMENT TO ALLOW 
FOR TIMELY IDENTIFICATION AND INTERVENTION WITH STUDENTS AT RISK. 
CHALLENGES 
FACTORS COMPLICATING THE ADOPTION OF A TRANSITION PEDAGOGY AT POSTGRADUATE LEVEL 
INCLUDE: 
1. THE PUSH TO ONLINE DELIVERY WHICH IS A MORE CHALLENGING ENVIRONMENT FOR THE 
DELIVERY A TRANSITIONAL CURRICULUM AND ACADEMIC SUPPORT. 
2. BUDGETARY RESTRICTIONS WHICH ARE NOT NECESSARILY CONGRUENT WITH THE IDEALS OF 
GOOD TEACHING AND LEARNING PRACTICE (LARGER CLASS SIZES, LIMITED CONTACT TIME.) 
3. LACK OF CONTINUITY/INCREASING CASUALISATION OF UNIVERSITY TEACHING STAFF WHICH 
MAKES IT DIFFICULT TO SUSTAIN INTERVENTIONS.  
4. THE COMPETING DEMANDS OF TEACHING AND RESEARCH WITH PROMOTIONAL OPPORTUNITIES 




• ONCE UNIVERSITIES HAVE ADMITTED STUDENTS, THEY HAVE AN ETHICAL AND SOCIAL 
RESPONSIBILITY TO “TAKE REASONABLE STEPS TO ENABLE THEM TO BE SUCCESSFUL” (THOMAS, 
2012, P. 4). 
• THIS RESPONSIBILITY BEGINS RIGHT AT THE POINT OF ENTRY TO THE COURSE.  
• AS THE FINANCIAL BURDEN OF HIGHER EDUCATION IS INCREASINGLY SHIFTED TO INDIVIDUAL 
STUDENTS, THERE IS A MANDATE TO “ENHANCE THE STUDENT EXPERIENCE AND MAXIMISE THE 
SUCCESS OF ALL STUDENTS” (THOMAS, 2012, P.5).  
 
Maximising Student Success at Postgraduate Level 
“Access without support is not opportunity” 
(Engstrom & Tinto, 2008, P. 46). 
WISH LIST 
• THE CONCEPT OF A TRANSITIONAL PEDAGOGY SHOULD BE EXPLORED IN THE POSTGRADUATE 
CONTEXT WITH A VIEW TO: 
o DEVELOPING A CURRICULUM BASED ON THE PRINCIPLES AND STRATEGIES PROVEN TO BE SUCCESSFUL IN 
IN FIRST YEAR TRANSITION PROGRAMS AND 
o INTEGRATING AND CONTEXTUALISING ACADEMIC SKILLS INTO STANDARD COURSE MATERIALS.  
• THIS WILL REQUIRE: 
o A WILLINGNESS TO ACKNOWLEDGE THE IMPORTANCE OF APPROPRIATE TEACHING STRATEGIES IN 
TRANSITIONAL PROGRAMS AT ALL LEVELS IN THE UNIVERSITY. 
o AN INTENSIVE COLLABORATION BETWEEN ACADEMIC LANGUAGE AND LEARNING (ALL) ADVISORS AND 
ACADEMICS AND 
o ADEQUATE INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT AND APPROPRIATE RESOURCING.  
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